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Congestion charge reducing congested chests?

- King’s team monitoring the health effects of congestion charging
Cities around the world are watching London’s congestion charge experiment with interest to see how successful the scheme has been at reducing traffic and improving the environment in the capital. A group of researchers led by staff from King’s College London is now carrying out a project, funded by the US Health Effects Institute, to assess the impact of the scheme not only on air quality but also on the health of the population. 

This will be the first time that results from epidemiological studies, showing the effect of changes in air pollution levels on a population’s health, will be combined with results from toxicological studies of the pollutants themselves.

Professor Frank Kelly, Head of the Environmental Research Group at King’s, and leader of the research project said: ‘The congestion charge is a very interesting exercise, and the eyes of the world are really looking at London to see how successful the scheme is. The idea is that by reducing congestion you increase traffic speed and therefore decrease emissions and ultimately improve air quality and the health of the individuals that live and work in London. Our research will be able to tell us whether this idea is correct.’
The Environmental Research Group are well placed to carry out a project such as this as their expertise ranges from monitoring air pollution – via 80 monitoring stations around the capital – modelling pollution and measuring the toxicity of the individual pollutants on the lung in biochemical assays. They also work closely with local and national government bodies involved in the regulation of air quality and the creation of environmental policy.

In particular Professor Kelly’s team will examine the toxicity of small particles suspended in the air, to ascertain whether the congestion charging scheme has had any effect on the toxic properties of these particles. In addition to altering the concentrations levels of small polluting particles in the air, the congestion charging scheme may have influenced the nature of the particle mixture – through changes in traffic densities, speeds and the types of vehicles travelling through the city centre.

The particles have their toxic effects by depleting the levels of antioxidants, like vitamin C, in the fluid that lines the lung. Decreasing antioxidant levels increases a person’s sensitivity to air pollution – possibly leading to airway restriction, particularly in people who already have an existing medical condition such as asthma.

If the study does show that air quality has improved or the nature of the air pollution has altered as a result of the congestion charging scheme then the next steps will be to find out whether the frequency of emergency hospital admissions and the number of deaths related to pollution have changed since the charge was introduced.

The researchers will also want to test whether the congestion charging scheme has improved the health of the population, by studying various health measurements taken at GPs surgeries.

The study will run for 30 months and began in January 2005.

Notes for Editors

This story will be available as a video feed to all AP-TN subscribers on Thursday 28 July 12:15 to 12:25 GMT. 

The video will be available for general viewing from 15:00 GMT on Thursday 28 July at: http://research-tv.warwick.ac.uk/stories/health/airpollution/. 

All script information and video previews can be found on www.research-tv.com. For more information call Research TV on: 44 (0) 207 004 7130.

Press contacts

Professor Frank Kelly, Director of the Environmental Research Group, King’s College London (frank.kelly@kcl.ac.uk) 020 7848 4004

Gemma Bradley, Public Relations Officer, King’s College London (pr@kcl.ac.uk) 020 7848 4334

Related websites

www.Londonair.org.uk
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Environmental Research Group
The Environmental Research Group, part of the School of Health & Life Sciences at King’s College London, is a leading provider of air quality information and research in the UK led by Professor Frank Kelly. The Group monitor air quality across greater London, and provide up-to-the-hour information on the London Air Quality Network website.

King’s College London
King’s College London is one of the oldest and largest colleges of the University of London with some 13,850 undergraduate students and more than 5,700 postgraduates in ten schools of study. It is in the top group of five universities for research earnings and has an annual turnover of over £320 million and research income from grants and contracts in excess of £90 million (2001-2002).

King's is in the top group of universities for research earnings with income from grants and contracts of £100 million and has an annual turnover of £348 million. In 2004 the College was once again awarded a AA- credit rating from Standard & Poors. King's is a member of the Russell Group, a coalition of the UK's major research-based universities.

